To see a World in a Grain of sand And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand And eternity in an hour It is given to most to observe but to few to phrase it like Blake. Sadly, most do not observe and even fewer record their observations and reflections in a manner that might assist an enquiry, let alone stimulate a new generation. One has the impression that the clinician has taken a back seat to the scientist accepting that his observations are inevitably less accurate and resigning himself to computer print-outs, turn-around times, and a wary eye on the budget as the best way to process patients. Of course such a philosophy will never advance any discipline, nor will it ever be a substitute for the best management of the patient. The great skill of the clinician is in interpreting the findings be they clinical or scientific-in a human context. Such an interpretation is of paramount importance in surgery.
There is nothing new in these thoughts. In the preface to the first edition of Surgical Disorders of Peripheral Nerves published in 1972, Herbert Seddon wrote that the organization for the care of such injuries had to be under one surgeon who had the appropriate skills and commitment, and no time limit. He added that ideally the arrangement should be immune from disruption by administrative machinery. In the patients' interests he proposed segregation and concentration of cases, to facilitate advances in understanding and technique and to encourage the cooperation of scientists-in short, specialist centres. Rolphe Birch, in collaboration with George Bonney and Christopher Wynn-Parry, has now revised and extended Surgical Disorders. The original layout has been retained but the text has been rewritten with added chapters on iatrogenic lesions, birth injuries of the plexus, and the recovery of sensibility after repair. The book reflects the great benefits to be obtained by highly talented and astute clinicians working closely together in centres committed to a subject, where observations are diligently documented and the records are preserved how else can we advance our understanding? What is even more remarkable is that this practice has continued and not been scuppered by the introduction of the artificial internal market in the National Health Service brought about by government forces in 1990. This book succeeds on every front. It is a coherent thesis well laid out, well written and well illustrated. It acknowledges the past in word and deed, brings in the best from around the world today and points the way for the future. In short, Surgical Disorders is restored to its place as the British text on the subject. It will be enjoyed not only by those who seek practical advice but also by dedicated clinicians who find their efforts undervalued. Let it also be read by non-medical policy-makers who in an hour can destroy what takes an eternity to build. The profession and the practice of medicine in the UK and elsewhere in the world are undergoing profound change, driven largely by external forces. Whether because of pressure to ensure informed and equitable purchasing of medical care, or pressure to regulate the activities of doctors (mainly meaning dealing with poor standards of practice), clinical guidelines have been viewed as offering some solutions. However, like the mantra 'evidence-based medicine', clinical guidelines are as much the subject of abuse and misuse as the very practice they are designed to control. Furthermore, in an increasingly litigious medical environment, many clinicians are unsure of how legal views of their professional practice would be affected by the existence of such clinical guidelines.
Hurwitz's refreshingly clear and pithy account of all that is relevant to clinical guidelines, both in the health service and in relation to UK and relevant overseas laws, will be an excellent guide to all those who view these developments with concern, whether as practitioners or as regulators. I was reassured, but also troubled, to find that these problems had been fully addressed by Plato-troubled because much recent debate seems to have been ignorant of his eloquent analysis that 'imposition of guidelines upon an educated medical profession would. . . result in poorer clinical care in the long run.' Hurwitz manages to cover a tremendous range of issues in six brief chapters, supported by two annexes of relevant case law and selected bibliography. The chapters reflect on the nature, content, authority and validity of clinical guidelines, their legal status and relation to the law on negligence, the issue of liability for their authors, and finally their relationship to clinical discretion, judgment and freedom. The quotations of numerous commentators are apposite without exception and they are cleverly incorporated into the flow of reasoning without any perceptible 'bumps'. After outlining some of the confusion underlying
